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ABSTRACT
Living on the Edge:
Trans* Exclusion, Survival, and Resistance
Rayna E. Momen
This dissertation focuses on the criminalization and victimization of transgender people, broadly
defined as people whose gender identity does not align with their assigned birth sex, using a
queer criminological and intersectional lens. The introduction offers background and context for
this examination, and includes the purpose, theoretical approach, methodology, research
questions, contributions, and overviews of the substantive chapters. Chapter two explores what
we know and what we do not know about transgender people’s pathways into the criminal legal
system, how they experience state surveillance, and how they navigate the system. Chapter three
explores violence against transgender people in various forms, offering an introductory look at
this epidemic. Chapter four examines the literature on intimate violence against transgender
people, with a focus on trans survivors, trans-specific barriers to escaping abuse, and strategies
of resistance. The conclusion summarizes the substantive chapters and offers new directions for
future research.
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Introduction
Background and Context
An estimated 1.3 million adults, or about 0.5% of the United States (U.S.) population, identify as
transgender (Herman et al., 2022). The term transgender refers to an individual whose gender
identity does not align with their assigned birth sex (e.g., a person born biologically female who
identifies as male). Transgender, or trans, is often used as an umbrella term to refer to people
with non-normative gender identities, inclusive of non-binary, gender non-conforming, twospirit, and genderqueer people.1 In addition, “Transgender advocates and scholars have recently
moved to denote trans* with an asterisk to signify the fluidity and openness of the category”
(Jauk, 2013, p. 822). Although transgender people are becoming increasingly visible, society is
largely intolerant of their existence, subjecting them to being criminalized (i.e., treated as a
threat) and victimized. At the same time, transgender people are not targeted solely because of
their gender identity. Lombardi (2009) asserts, “Experiences of transphobia may be influenced
by many factors that may or may not be directly related to one’s identity or expression” (p. 980).
Race, class, and other factors shape trans people’s everyday experiences. The implications of
hetero-cis-normativity2 are far-reaching and contribute to harmful life course trajectories.
Socially isolated from family and peers (e.g., experiencing rejection upon coming out or being
outed as transgender; being harassed and bullied in school) and barred from full participation in
the economy (e.g., housing and employment discrimination), transgender people are often
pushed into the survival economy. This increases their risk of being targeted by citizens,

1

This list is not exhaustive. There are many terms people use to self-identity that reflect a non-normative gender and
which also fall under the transgender umbrella. Terminology is continually evolving.
2
“Hetero-cis–normativity represents a hierarchical system of prejudice in which cisgender individuals are privileged
above non-cisgender individuals but also, negativity, prejudice, and discrimination may be directed toward anyone
perceived as noncisgender and/or nonheterosexual” (Worthen, 2016a, p. 31).
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authority figures, and the state, and being victimized by intimates and strangers. Better
understanding the factors that limit trans people’s opportunities, leave them constantly surveilled
and at greater risk of harm can inform meaningful avenues for improving their outcomes.
Purpose
This dissertation is an exploration of the criminalization and victimization of transgender people
and is important for several reasons. Violence against transgender people has reached epidemic
proportions and the causes and contexts are not widely understood. In the wake of the 2016
presidential election, trans people saw their limited rights being stripped and their bodies and
beings further politicized, and the impacts may be felt for years to come.3 For transgender people
to fare better over time, a major cultural shift must take place. The purpose of this dissertation is
severalfold: to fill research gaps; give transgender people agency; critically examine the
regulation of gender in trans people’s lives; challenge dominant narratives; ask questions that
have not been fully explored; and offer new directions for future research. The hope is that more
people will come to view the gender binary as a mechanism of oppression and social control, and
a source of unnecessary violence, such that it will no longer be a means of denying trans people
inalienable rights.
Theoretical Approach
The theoretical perspective that guides this work is drawn from elements of queer criminology.
Buist and Lenning (2016) offer the following definition,

3

For a timeline of actions targeting transgender people under the Trump administration, sometimes referred to as the
Discrimination Administration, see the National Center for Transgender Equality: https://transequality.org/thediscrimination-administration.
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Queer criminology is a theoretical and practical approach that seeks to highlight and draw
attention to the stigmatization, the criminalization, and in many ways the rejection of the
Queer community…as both victims and offenders, by academe and the criminal legal
system. (p. 1)
This framework allows for a critique of the broader social forces that prevent trans people from
fully entering society, while also disrupting ill-informed dominant narratives about trans people
in a hetero-cis-normative society. Instead of viewing crime as an individual-level phenomenon, a
queer criminology seeks to explain the complex of factors that produce the circumstances in
which crime is more likely to occur. The same goes for victimization. Trans people are not a
homogenous group; cissexism, heterosexism, racism, and classism serve as mechanisms that
inhibit their ability to meet their basic needs and safely navigate the social world. Thus, a queer
criminology with an intersectional lens is the most fitting theoretical approach. Collins and Bilge
(2016) contend,
When it comes to social inequality, people’s lives and the organization of power in a
given society are better understood as being shaped not by a single axis of social division,
be it race or gender or class, but by many axes that work together and influence each
other. (p. 2)
This work is also driven by the following premise, “Gender is a master status, meaning that its
determination will guide how one is treated, viewed, and described by others based upon
arbitrarily built and painstakingly maintained stereotypes and expectations of human identity,
cognition, and behavior” (Valcore & Pfeffer, 2018, p. 2).
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Methodology
This examination is informed by a review of existing literature. Limited literature and
insufficient data impacts what we do and do not know about trans people in the focal areas. The
implications of this research are also considered. Emphasis is placed on the many barriers to
fully entering society that trans people face, and the need to reduce those barriers to improve
their life chances, despite the constraints of discriminatory laws and practices. Mayo (2007)
contends, “Research should be less interested in defining who counts as trans or measuring trans
populations and instead examine where transpeople are excluded from institutions in order to
mitigate that exclusion (Spade, 2011)” (p. 534). Despite what we know about the pervasive
policing trans people experience, their heightened risk for discrimination and violence, and the
impacts this has on quality of life, many literature gaps exist when it comes to the myriad of
social problems they face. Many empirical questions remain unanswered.
Research Questions
Several research questions guide this dissertation. How does transphobia create barriers to full
participation in society and what are the implications? To what extent are transgender people
positioned to violate laws and become targets of victimization? What do we know about
transgender people who come under correctional control via probation and parole? In what ways
do transgender people embody resistance when abused by intimate partners and what barriers
inhibit their ability to escape such abuse? What shapes the epidemic of violence against
transgender people and what are the contexts of this violence?
Contributions
This dissertation builds on the limited sociological and criminological work on the lives of
transgender people. It turns a critical, queer, and intersectional lens on the regulation of gender in
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transgender people’s lives and has the potential to contribute to the fields of sociology and
criminology more broadly, while advancing queer criminology. It also serves to destigmatize a
community of people who are severely impacted by the social construction of gender and its
narrow conception. In addition, the research and policy implications can inform ways to improve
the life chances of transgender people despite the sociopolitical climate.
Chapter Overviews
Following this introduction is Chapter 2, ‘Queerly navigating the system: Trans* experiences
under state surveillance.’ This chapter turns a queer lens on what we do and do not know about
trans people who come under the purview of the criminal legal system, particularly by way of
probation and parole. It emphasizes how societal exclusion exposes trans people to the criminal
legal system, and how such exclusion is exacerbated for trans people with criminal backgrounds.
It closes with a hypothetical trans-inclusive model for disrupting the trans-to-criminal legal
system pipeline. Chapter 3, titled, ‘Violence against transgender people in the United States,’
offers an introductory look at multiple forms of violence initiated against transgender people, in
the context of the restrictive gender binary which positions them to be more vulnerable to
violence. It explores the spectrum of violence as well as the prevalence and scope. The chapter
also discusses key correlates and contextual factors, as well as methodological challenges that
impact what we know about violence against trans people. The final manuscript in this
dissertation is Chapter 4, “’Why don’t you just leave?’ Transgender resilience and barriers to
escaping abuse.’ This chapter explores the complexities trans survivors experience when
involved with abusive partners and the factors that shape whether they remain with abusers or
attempt to leave. It highlights trans-specific barriers to help-seeking when attempting to escape,
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as well as resistance and coping strategies trans survivors employ. The concluding chapter
summarizes the substantive chapters and offers suggestions for future research.
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CHAPTER 2
Queerly navigating the system:
Trans* experiences under state surveillance
Introduction
The criminalization of trans*4 lives in the United States (U.S.) is largely due to stigmatization in
the cis- and heteronormative society and being subjected to trans-antagonism.5 Societies’
adherence to rigid gender and sexuality dichotomies influence the laws and rules that regulate
behavior and fail to recognize and legitimate trans people as valid human beings deserving of
human rights (Spade, 2015). Gender shapes how we are perceived and valued; challenging
normative gender identities can bring far-reaching consequences (Worthen, 2016b).
The pervasive challenges trans people face because of their gender identity impacts their
trajectories, compromises mental and physical health, impedes achieving economic stability,
pushes them into the survival economy, heightens risk of victimization, and increases their
propensity to encounter the criminal legal system (CLS)6 and come under correctional control7
(Movement Advancement Project & Center for American Progress [MAP & CAP], 2016a). In
effect, trans people are under constant surveillance, whether or not behind bars, or on probation
or parole.8 Probation may be imposed pre-trial, in place of incarceration, or as post-release

4

There has been a move “to denote trans* with an asterisk to signify the fluidity and openness of the category”
(Jauk, 2013, p. 822).
5 “Queerly navigating the system: Trans* experiences under state surveillance,” authored by Rayna E. Momen, This
chapter appears as the sixth chapter in L. K. Semprevivo and C. L. Buist (Eds.), Queering criminology in theory and
praxis: Re-Imagining justice in the criminal legal system and beyond, published by Bristol University Press in 2022.
Copyright Bristol University Press. Reproduced with permission of the Licensor through PLSclear.
6
“The conscious choice to avoid the more common phrase ‘criminal justice system’ reflects an acknowledgement
of the reality that this system has not produced anything remotely approximating justice for the vast majority of
people in the United States—particularly for people of color, poor people, immigrants, and queers—since its
inception, but rather bears major responsibility for the continuing institutionalization of severe, persistent, and
seemingly intractable forms of violence and inequality” (Mogul et al., 2011, p. xx).
7
Not all people under correctional control are guilty of the crimes for which they are convicted.
8
“The Sentencing Reform Act of 1984 eliminated federal parole for new court commitments and required federal
courts to impose a term of supervised release after imprisonment as part of the original sentence to prison” (Carson,
2020, p. 15).
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supervision, whereas parole is for eligible people granted early release from prison after serving
a minimum period of time.
This chapter uses a queer criminological and intersectional lens to explore barriers to full
participation in society for trans people throughout social institutions (i.e., entry) and the
pathways these barriers create that lead to CLS involvement, which are compounded by
intersecting identities (e.g., race, class). It illustrates what we know about the overrepresentation
of trans people in the CLS, emphasizing both those under community supervision and released
from incarceration (i.e., reentry), barriers to reentry and compliance with probation and parole,
and aspects of these systems that raise concerns about cultural competence in service provision.
The limited literature informs a discussion of interventions that could reduce CLS encounters
and the related harms and describes a model trans-inclusive pathway to entry and reentry as a
means of reimagining justice for trans people.
Queer Criminology and Intersectionality
Mainstream criminology has historically pathologized and criminalized queer people in social
scientific inquiry (Woods, 2014), lending to the importance of a critical, queer lens. Buist and
Stone (2014) contend, “Transgender identities, lives, and experiences are not well known in our
society” (p. 44). Queer criminology “investigates, criticizes, and challenges heteronormative
systems of oppression in the context of the criminal legal system” (Buist & Lenning, 2016, p.
120). This chapter disrupts the oppressive frameworks that shape the scope of trans encounters
with the CLS and suggests avenues for mitigating the extent to which they find themselves
entangled in the system.
Trans people are not a homogenous group. Oparah (2012) contends that the category
transgender “is internally differentiated and marked by both marginalization and privilege” (p.
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4). Trans people with stacked oppressions are not disproportionately victimized and criminalized
solely because of transphobia. Rather, intersecting identities (i.e., race, ethnicity, class) come
into play, shaping their interactions with people and systems in their everyday lives. Trans
people of color have unique experiences from their white trans counterparts, just as trans women
have different experiences than trans men and gender non-conforming people. Thus, an
intersectional approach is warranted (Crenshaw, 1989) to interrogate these oppressive systems
and examine how they catapult trans people into arenas of work and social life that increase their
propensity for contact with the CLS.
Overrepresentation in the Criminal Legal System
An estimated 1.4 million U.S. adults identify as trans (Flores et al., 2016). Hawaii has the largest
estimated percentage of trans adults per capita in the nation age 18 and older, with West Virginia
having the largest percentage of trans youth age 13-17 (Herman et al., 2017). The U.S. locks up
more people per capita than anywhere in the world (Sawyer & Wagner, 2020), holding roughly
2.3 million people behind bars and 4.4 million under community supervision, including
probation, parole, and pre-trial (Bradner et al., 2020). We do not know how many of these 4.4
million are trans, warranting trans-specific data collection.
The Bureau of Justice Statistics estimated that more than 3,200 trans adults were
incarcerated in U.S. prisons and jails (Beck, 2014). With roughly 95% of the incarcerated
population eventually returning to society, more trans people in prisons means more reentering
society. They are disproportionately represented among those reporting ever having spent time in
a prison or jail (16% of all trans adults), compared to all other U.S. adults (5%). By gender, 21%
of trans women reported prior incarceration, compared with 10% of trans men (MAP & CAP,
2016a). Disparities also hold for race, with Grant et al. (2011) reporting close to 17% of trans
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Americans and 50% of Black trans people have been imprisoned.9 In addition, CLS involvement
was two times higher for trans veterans than their non-trans counterparts (Brown & Jones, 2015).
General population rates show 1,726 people per 100,000 under community supervision,
with higher rates for Black people compared to their white counterparts (Bradner et al., 2020).
Trans people likely comprise a disproportionate share, highlighting the importance that reentry
and supervision practitioners understand concerns specific to such individuals (Poole et al.,
2002). Trans people likely commit similar crimes to their cisgender counterparts, however, data
on the most frequent encounters, which are interactions with police that lead to arrest (Buist &
Lenning, 2016) and the primary offenses for which trans people are convicted are lacking. Buist
and Lenning (2016) suggest that CLS actors take into account the role nonnormative gender and
sexualities play in shaping criminality in relation to how they experience the world. For example,
trans people engaged in the survival economy are prone to “a broad range of criminal acts, from
minor vagrancy offenses all the way up to felonious behavior such as prostitution or theft” (Buist
& Lenning, 2016, pp. 91-92).
Trans youth are also overrepresented in the juvenile legal system (Kahle & Rosenbaum,
2020; Marksamer, 2008) and these disparities have gendered and racial components. Early
encounters with the CLS lead to heightened risk as adults (Lydon et al., 2015). Trans youth are
also differentially targeted for nonnormative gender identities, expressions, and behaviors
(Marksamer, 2008; MAP & CAP, 2016a), have similar pathways to the CLS (e.g., survival
crimes), and experience confinement in juvenile detention in ways that mirror trans adult's
experiences in prisons in several respects (Marksamer, 2008).

9

For more on people-first language for those with CLS involvement, see Ellis, E. (2005).
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Barriers to Entry and Reentry
Due to their gender identity, trans people face significant barriers to safely maneuver through
society and achieve economic stability, which impacts their lived experiences and may be
independent of CLS involvement. Barriers include family rejection; unwelcome school
environments; employment and housing discrimination (MAP & CAP, 2016a); limited access to
healthcare and gender-affirming care (Jauk, 2013); obstacles to obtaining identification
documents with accurate gender markers (Spade, 2015); and legal discrimination (Buist &
Lenning, 2016).
These barriers contribute to lack of safe, stable housing; transportation issues; lower
incomes and employment rates; and health disparities. These trends are exacerbated for trans
people of color, who experience higher rates of poverty, homelessness, and unemployment
compared to their white trans peers (Grant et al., 2011), the highest rates of HIV infection, higher
rates of sex work, and harassment by police (MAP & CAP, 2016a). Trans immigrants face the
added threat of deportation10 and other unique concerns. Many trans people are thus pushed into
the survival economy to meet their basic needs, where they are over-policed and subject to
discriminatory enforcement of laws relating to HIV, the sex and drug trades. Unfair targeting by
law enforcement contributes to higher rates of arrests and convictions. LGBT people also
experience discrimination in legal proceedings leading to higher rates of imprisonment and
harsher punishments than their heterosexual counterparts (MAP & CAP, 2016a). Early
encounters with the CLS make it harder to stay out of the system over time (Buist & Lenning,
2016).
Trans people with criminal convictions face added barriers, whether they serve time

10

“Even an arrest for a minor offense can result in detention and ultimately deportation for immigrants, in some
cases regardless of immigrant status” (MAP & CAP, 2016a, p. 10).
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behind bars or under community supervision (MAP & CAP, 2016a). These include
discrimination for having a criminal background; trans-exclusive reentry programs; restrictive
parole and probation conditions; lack of cultural competence among probation, parole, and
reentry practitioners; and for those deemed ‘sex offenders,’11 a host of unique barriers. Trans
women with a history of incarceration are disproportionately people of color, have lower
socioeconomic status, less education, and public or no health insurance (Reisner et al., 2014).
They also have more reported health indicators, such as HIV-positive status and history of sex
work, compared with trans people who have never been incarcerated. In addition, Creasy (2017)
found that trans women reentrants “have unique challenges that are not addressed in standard reentry programs due to similar stigma and discrimination that led to their incarceration” (p. 9).
With such high rates of trans incarceration, and nearly two thirds of all reentrants recidivating in
the first three years post-release (Alper et al., 2018), knowing the rate of trans recidivism would
inform how often trans people under community supervision violate conditions, but such data is
lacking (Creasy, 2017). At the same time, recidivism rates provide an incomplete picture with
respect to who returns to prison and why.
Community Supervision and Reentry
Trans individuals on probation or parole typically face a set of standardized conditions that must
be followed to remain in the community, while supervised by a probation or parole officer (PO).
The most technical of violations, such as a missed appointment, can land them in prison or send
them back to prison. Standard conditions may relate to mobility (e.g., geographical residential

11

People labeled ‘sex offenders’ face unique barriers; some states require they be added to a sex offender registry,
including people as young as 14. Trans people face heightened risk of being charged with a sex crime due to being
over-policed if engaged in sex work, assumed to be sex workers, and wrongfully punished for consensual sex with
no economic ties (Booth, 2019).
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constraints, permission to change residence); reporting (e.g., as early as 24 hours after release
from prison and scheduled times thereafter); employment (e.g., maintain a job, permission to
change jobs); behavior (e.g., maintain appropriate behavior, abidance of laws); weapons (e.g.,
unable to possess or have access to); substances (e.g., abstain from drugs and alcohol; avoid
places that sell such); monetary (e.g., pay a monthly fee); contact (e.g., no unapproved contact
with someone who has a felony conviction); and privacy (e.g., allow POs to come to their home
or place of employment without intervening; subject to searches of residence or vehicle at any
time). Additional rules may apply to people with certain sex offenses and other cases (United
States Probation and Pretrial Services, 2016).
For trans individuals, such conditions may pose significant obstacles to compliance. For
example, a trans person who lacks identification with a gender marker that accurately reflects
their gender identity may face barriers to obtaining a job (MAP & CAP, 2016a). If lacking
transportation and support systems, they may be unable to afford bus fare (if public
transportation is available), struggle to attend PO appointments, or arrive for a scheduled job
interview. Addressing trans-specific barriers to compliance can greatly aid in breaking cycles of
justice-involvement.
Probation and Parole
For juveniles adjudicated delinquent, probation is the most prevalent outcome (Livsey, 2012).
Much like adult probation, compliance conditions for juveniles are often standardized, in place to
surveil youth at the expense of having “positive value in youth development” (National Juvenile
Defender Center [NJDC], 2016, p. 2), and written in a way that is challenging for youth to
understand, making it harder to comply.
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Despite their role in assisting trans people with compliance and successful reentry, the
MAP & CAP (2016b) find, “many parole, probation, and re-entry programs are understaffed,
underfunded, and focus heavily on employment or treatment for substance use” (p. 33). Thus, the
difficulties trans people face in meeting their basic needs outside of these foci are absent
consideration in such programs. Buist and Lenning (2016) further assert, “probation officers who
are already tirelessly overworked would require the appropriate training in order to understand,
at the very least, the unique experiences of Queer people under their correctional supervision” (p.
92).
There is a dearth of literature on trans people’s experiences with POs, and on the extent
to which they are knowledgeable about issues trans people on supervision are likely to face.
Probation practitioners are apt to encounter trans people, “at some point during their career,
possibly as an offender,12 maybe as a colleague or as a friend” (Poole et al., 2002, p. 227).
However, to equip practitioners with the tools to properly assist trans people under supervision is
not without its concerns: lack of protocol for learning the trans status of the person under
supervision to better identify trans-inclusive needs; challenges with reintegration for trans people
who are used to social isolation; lack of awareness of trans-inclusive support systems for referral;
trans-exclusive housing assignments for those with custodial sentences (i.e., eventually going to
prison); and personal biases impacting effective engagement with trans people (Poole et al.,
2002).
Poole et al.’s (2002) research helped shape high-level suggestions for trans-inclusive
trainings among probation practitioners. These entail understanding that trans-specific concerns
will arise at various stages in the CLS; always showing respect (e.g., using preferred pronouns);

12

The term “offender” is a misnomer; it criminalizes individuals based on behaviors, or alleged behaviors, that often
leads to stigma.
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including trans people in relevant decision-making processes; establishing boundaries to ensure
privacy and bodily integrity; and understanding that trans people may be more likely to present
with co-morbidities, such as chemical dependency or mental health issues, because of how they
have come to cope with the stress of existing as trans. They also recognize that experiencing
transphobia for expressing one’s gender identity can elicit harmful and criminalized behavior.
Limited trans-specific information in the CLS leaves probation practitioners lacking the
competence needed to adequately serve this population (Poole et al., 2002).
Reentry
More than 650,000 people are released from prisons in the U.S. each year (U.S. Department of
Health & Human Services), and another 100,000 juveniles leave confinement in detention
centers and other placements, such as residential facilities or foster care (Lee, 2018).
When trans youth and adults are released, they often return to the same environments they
encountered before becoming justice-involved. If these environments are unhealthy, their
chances of future justice-involvement rise. As adults, incarcerated trans people may leave prison
for a halfway house or treatment facility, on parole, or without any form of supervision. Some
are released to the streets with little money or support.
Imprisoned trans people should be assisted in preparing for the reentry process while
incarcerated (Zettler, 2019). Many reentry programs are not well-suited for trans people (MAP &
CAP, 2016a) and fail to account for intersectional differences. Staff often lack the training to
assist in reentry and efforts to gain compliance with supervision for diverse populations. This
lack of cultural competence on the part of practitioners must be addressed so trans people are not
forced to compensate for deficiencies beyond their control, which impacts their ability to stay out
of the system.
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Research shows that support systems are critical for trans people, independent of being
under correctional control (Graham, 2014). The MAP and CAP (2016b) assert that prisons are
charged with assisting incarcerated people with educational attainment and the skills needed to
search for employment, which are critical for reentry. To what extent this support is provided to
imprisoned trans people is unclear. Large-scale research on reentry programs points to the failure
to address women reentrants’ needs (Scroggins & Malley, 2010). Zettler (2019) highlights
gender differences in reentry challenges, risks, and needs for women and men. Though research
on women’s reentry has been explored, less is known about ‘the gendered process’ of reentry
(Middlemass & Smiley, 2019). If such programs fall short of meeting women’s needs, it follows
that they also fail to meet trans people’s needs. With women being the fastest growing
population of incarcerated people (Dernberger, 2017), and with trans people being
overrepresented in the CLS, the need for gender- and trauma-responsive services as part of
community supervision and reentry cannot be overstated.
Placing trans people in halfway houses without attending to their unique needs can be
particularly harmful, exposing them to harassment and violence at the hands of peers and staff.
Too often, trans people are sent to sex-segregated halfway houses that do not align with their
gender identity and can face consequences such as the threat of reincarceration for expressing the
gender with which they identify (MAP & CAP, 2016a). These barriers must be addressed in
order to prevent trans people from being placed into dangerous and hostile environments that
further inhibit their chances of successful reentry.
Trans-Inclusive Pathways to Entry and Reentry
Since trans people face family rejection, high dropout rates, disproportionate homelessness and
underemployment, and lack equitable access to healthcare and gender-affirming care, they often
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end up in the survival economy and have more health disparities (including rates of suicide), as
well as CLS involvement. These indicators are more pronounced for trans people of color, and
likely differ for trans women, trans men, non-binary genderqueer people and those with other
nonnormative gender identities. Trans people who have come under correctional control face the
added stigma of a criminal conviction, further diminishing their life chances.
Reversing these trends requires everything from changes in laws and culture, including a
belief that trans people deserve equal rights and commitment to change at the individual and
structural levels. It necessitates attending to intersectionality in order to meet the needs of all
trans people, rather than a select few. While education can be key to broadening our
understanding of trans lives and why we ought to care about them, education alone will not
reverse course. The forty-fifth presidential administration implemented a number of harmful
anti-LGBTQ policies that hindered the ability of interventions to have large-scale impacts. In the
current climate, the most impactful changes are those made outside of the legal system and
largely rest on the concept of mutual aid. As seen with hate crime legislation, changes in laws
alone do little to curb violence; trans people, especially those of color, face an epidemic. Legal
changes mean little if they are not fully implemented and lack oversight and evaluative
components. Change, then, must go beyond statutes and codes.
Panfil (2017) asserts, “Within criminology and criminal justice, there is also the issue of
how to extrapolate information for prevention and intervention purposes, but we must first try to
unearth the mechanisms at play” (p. 228). In the case of trans CLS involvement, the mechanisms
are often negative familial responses to having trans children and structural barriers that severely
limit full entry to society, coupled with navigating a world that is hostile toward anyone who is
not straight, white, male, masculine, and higher-income. There is a need for meaningful statistics
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along with rich qualitative data to unearth the scope of trans community supervision and reentry
experiences.
Best practices exist, concerning appropriate treatment of trans people in various arenas
and should be utilized by such professionals. High-level recommendations should be considered
based on ages (youth versus adults) and stages (before CLS involvement, during, and after) and
take into account whether one has a criminal history and what that looks like (e.g., felony
conviction, drug conviction, sex offense). For example, the following recommendations draw on
the literature and speak to changes that would lead to more successful outcomes for trans youth
who come into contact with the CLS: ensure due-process by informing youth and their caregivers
of their right to legal counsel, as research shows many youth waive this right without consulting
a lawyer (Marksamer, 2008); for youth adjudicated delinquent and placed on probation, we must
change the language on conditions for compliance (a sixth to eighth grade level is recommended)
to ensure they understand how to comply; use preferred pronouns, allow trans youth to express
their gender identity, and provide gender-inclusive spaces while under supervision; provide POs
with ongoing trans-inclusive training; and use alternatives to juvenile confinement in all cases.
Changing the narrative about trans people can help reframe the conversation. More
people are taking notice of the unique challenges trans people face when they encounter the CLS.
For example, the webinar, “Transgender Experiences and Resistance in the Criminal Legal
System,” co-hosted by Black and Pink (Boston) and MassEquality13 was held in June 2020. This
all-trans panel included formerly incarcerated people and focused on lived experiences, covering
such topics as: what it is like to exist in this world as trans; intersectionality; white supremacy;
the harms of the carceral state; self-care; abolition, and other reforms. Panels such as this not
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For more on Black & Pink (Boston), see www.blackandpinkma.org; MassEquality https://www.massequality.org;
for the webinar, see https://youtu.be/JPwyRCZ73DI
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only center trans voices but also offer first-hand accounts that shed light on what the literature
fails to capture. In an era of COVID-19, the ability to distribute information digitally on a mass
scale can help raise the level of cultural competency surrounding trans exclusion.
Trans-Aid Model
A national, comprehensive trans-aid model exists in theory to address the barriers to entry and
reentry that trans people face, so that trans people in all states, of all ages and backgrounds, have
access to services that afford them better life chances and opportunities. An interactive map
would illustrate the scope of available services including where they are located and how they
can be accessed. This model would demonstrate that the right interventions can serve as
protective factors that reduce the chances of encountering the CLS and mitigate the harms
associated with such contact. It would be informed by research and best practices and include
metrics for measuring progress and formative evaluation. With a network of likeminded
individuals who are tired of seeing so many trans people get caught in a web of harm and are
unwilling to wait around for more inclusive leadership, the passage of anti-discrimination and
anti-racism laws, the end to the Wars on Drugs and Poverty, and a society that is ready to move
beyond the gender binary, such a model is possible. That said, it requires impassioned volunteers
willing to share their expertise, educate and advocate, and sometimes, just listen.
Grassroots organizations have been working to elevate trans people, with and without
criminal legal histories, for years. Often led by trans people, they understand the needs of this
population. Whether they rely on mutual aid or have non-profit status, they exist to disrupt
pathways to the survival economy and provide a range of services, yet little attention is given in
scholarly circles. A select few include G.L.I.T.S., INCITE!, Jen Love Project, Queer Detainee
Empowerment Project, Trans Employment Program, Transgender Emergency Fund, Transgender
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Gender-Variant & Intersex Justice Project, and Transgender Women of Color Collective.14
Coordinating with these organizations who are doing what they can with the resources they have
to positively impact trans lives can go a long way in closing gaps that exist in certain areas.
The model requires significant financial support to operate and staff, which means
writing and winning grants and figuring out how to help trans people without funding along the
way. It also requires space to offer a range of services and until we see an end in sight to the
COVID-19 pandemic, safety measures and heavily virtual services. The model entails taking
meaningful actions that improve trans people’s trajectories. These include providing trans youth
rejected by their families with safe housing, and housing for trans people living on the streets;15
offering alternatives to completing high school for trans youth who are unsafe at school, and
educational support for trans adults; employment assistance, including hiring trans people and
paying them a living wage; providing affordable trans-inclusive healthcare through partnerships
with qualified professionals; offering support for those with trauma, mental health issues, and
those living with HIV; as well as other services, like assistance obtaining identification
documents with accurate gender markers and retaining culturally competent legal counsel when
applicable.
An example of a service this model would avail to trans youth across the U.S. follows.
Trans youth face high rates of harassment and bullying in schools, leading to disproportionate
dropout rates with few protections in place. Policies requiring the use of preferred pronouns,
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For more on these trans-inclusive resources, see G.L.I.T.S. https://www.glitsinc.org; INCITE! https://incitenational.org; Jailhouse Lawyer’s Handbook http://jailhouselaw.org; Jen Love Project https://jenloveproject.org;
Queer Detainee Empowerment Project http://www.qdep.org; Trans Employment Program
https://transemploymentprogram.org; Transgender Emergency Fund https://transemergencyfund.org; Transgender
Gender-Variant & Intersex Justice Project http://www.tgijp.org; Transgender Women of Color Collective
https://www.twocc.us
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On November 13, 2020, G.L.I.T.S. opened the first housing complex purchased by and for trans people; see
https://www.pix11.com/news/local-news/queens/first-housing-complex-purchased-by-trans-community-for-transcommunity-opens-in-queens
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access to restrooms that align with one’s gender identity, and anti-discrimination clauses are
scarce, and do little to stop transphobic treatment when institutional cultures remain unchanged.
Trans youth deserve a safe learning environment, and if schools fail to provide this, another path
must be made. Thus, the model would ensure trans youth have alternative options for completing
high school, through homeschooling, online, or in-person instruction with inclusive educators.
Youth who experience harassment and bullying and who drop out of school face higher rates of
CLS involvement. Thus, affording them a means for completing high school and intervening
when they are being harmed can help disrupt the trans-school-to-prison pipeline.
Eventually, perhaps, we will catch up to the fact that a society that operates by oppressing
trans people in ways that set them up to be less stable and more vulnerable to victimization and
criminalization, expends significant resources doing so (i.e., time, money, and energy), while
missing out on the valuable contributions a diverse citizenry brings, and in more extreme cases,
at the expense of trans’ lives. This same society would stand to gain from expanding its
definition of gender beyond the binary, welcoming trans individuals in all life arenas, and
affording them full protections, allowing for a citizenry that can focus on supporting one another
in meeting their basic needs, living authentically, doing their best work, and moving toward a
world where everyone has enough.
Conclusion
What little is known of how trans people experience state surveillance is primarily from select
reports collected by LGBTQ+ advocacy organizations dedicated to improving the lives of people
with non-normative gender and sexual identities (Buist & Lenning, 2016). Due to insufficient
data collected by CLS actors, we are unsure how many trans people are under correctional
control, the types of offenses for which they are arrested and convicted, their rates of parole,
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community supervision violations, and recidivism. The limited evidence suggests that the biggest
pathway to the CLS for trans people is engagement in the survival economy, which begs the
question, what would the scope and prevalence of trans offending look like without structural
barriers that create the conditions for encountering the system? Our system of punishment does
little to repair harm, and too often causes harm. Despite a growing abolition movement,
advocates recognize the need to minimize the harmful impacts while working toward systemic
change. Lydon et al. (2015) assert, “While we remain committed to the abolition of prisons, we
recognize that meeting the needs and ending the daily suffering of LGBTQ prisoners is also an
urgent necessity” (p. 6).
We must do more to change exclusionary systems and the cultural norms around which
they operate. Following Dernberger (2017), “Exploring how institutions and systems of power
amplify or moderate the stigmatization of LGBT individuals can lead to increased understanding
of gaps in public policy and the need for more targeted interventions” (pp. 120-121). Queer
criminology focuses on “disrupting, challenging, and asking uncomfortable questions that
produce new ways of thinking about the lives of LGBTQ people and criminal justice processes”
(Dwyer et al., 2016, p. 3). This chapter disrupts the narrative that people with criminal histories
are straight, white males and that trans people are victims without agency (Panfil, 2017). The
focus on trans people’s experiences under correctional control responds to the call to ‘queer’
criminology (Woods, 2014), challenging us to reorient the conversation towards who makes the
rules that trans people often appear unable to follow (Buist & Lenning, 2016).
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CHAPTER 3
Violence Against Transgender People in the United States
Violence against transgender16 people is underexamined in scholarly research.17 Violence can be
seen as “an exercise of social control that is intended to maintain existing power relations and
status hierarchies” (Fitzgerald, 2017, p. 68). Whether experienced as everyday violence such as
public harassment (Kolysh, 2021) or violence that takes place in other contexts, transgender
people are often targeted. Jordan et al. (2020) assert, “social and structural inequities increase
situational vulnerabilities to violence for trans people” (p. 533). Due to transphobic18 laws and
discriminatory practices, transgender people have unequal access to resources and opportunities
in a hetero-cis-normative society. Thus, they are criminalized (i.e., deemed a threat by virtue of
their existence) and often pushed into the survival economy, placing them at heightened risk of
multiple forms of harm. Talusan (2016) contends, “No group under the LGBTQ umbrella faces
more violence than transgender people” (Documenting trans homicides section).
Prior research shows, “trans people may be more vulnerable to violence across their
lifespan than the general population” (White & Goldberg, 2006, p. 124), and there are gendered
and racial components to this vulnerability, warranting an intersectional focus (Crenshaw, 1989).
Messinger, Guadalupe-Diaz, and Kurdyla (2021) posit, “intersectionality illuminates the
complexities of various interlocking systems of oppression (e.g., racism, sexism, heterosexism,
cissexism, etc.) and how they create distinct realities for multiply marginalized (or privileged)
people” (p. 3). For example, transgender women of color comprise the majority of transgender
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In this chapter, transgender is used as an umbrella term for people whose gender identity does not align with their
assigned birth sex.
17 “Violence against transgender people in the United States,” authored by Rayna E. Momen, This chapter is
forthcoming, and will be published by Cognella, Inc. Copyright Cognella, Inc.
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Transphobia is “a strong dislike of or fear of transgender people” (Messinger & Guadalupe-Diaz, 2020a, p. 4).
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victims19 of fatal violence, whereby intersections of gender identity, gender, and race are at
play.20 Griffin (2016) argues that being transgender is the “most specific, most targeted, and least
protected aspect of a transgender woman of color’s identity” (p. 127).
Non-normative gender is policed in nearly every sector of society. Jauk (2013) asserts,
“Some face harassment and arrest simply because they are out in public, which is referred to as
‘Walking While Transgender’” (p. 814). Sudbury (2011) suggests, individuals “who fit relatively
comfortably within the normative limits of the binary gender system often fail to understand the
coercive force that is necessary for its continuation” (p. 176). Heidenreich (2011) notes how
violence has historically been enacted to maintain “dominant social structures” (p. 151). They
emphasize, “Those who cross and/or transgress gender roles may be ‘refus[ed] civil and human
recognition’” (Heidenreich, 2011, p. 151). For transgender people, “threats of violence,
harassment, discrimination, and intimidation are aspects of daily existence” (Guadlaupe-Diaz,
2019, p. 1). Therefore, it is imperative that we better understand the scope and prevalence of
violence committed against transgender people.
This chapter offers an introduction to violence against transgender people, situated in the
context of a society that rigidly adheres to the gender binary (woman/man). It highlights the
spectrum of violence, types and prevalence, key correlates and contextual factors, and
methodological challenges with respect to knowledge production, shedding light on directions
for future research. Although research on violence against LGBTQ people is on its face
inclusive, “the use of the LGBTQ acronym obscures what is distinct about violence against
transgender people” (Kolysh, 2021, p. 105). White and Goldberg (2006) contend that LGB and
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In this chapter, survivor is used to denote transgender people living through violence, whereas victim is used to
denote those who have lost their lives to violence.
20
Other factors, such as socioeconomic status, can play a role in victimization risk.
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transgender communities similarly experience “shame, social isolation, prejudice and
discrimination, and hate crimes” while emphasizing, “trans people of all sexual orientations have
specific concerns that do not overlap with the LGB community” (p. 125).
Spectrum of Violence
Violence against transgender people operates at multiple levels (e.g., interpersonal, institutional,
and structural), encompasses multiple types (e.g., physical and sexual), includes contact and noncontact crimes (i.e., with and without direct physical contact), occurs in different contexts (e.g.,
home, school, the public sphere), has different motivations (e.g., hatred, transphobia) and ranges
in severity. This spectrum “ranges from the excessive violence of transphobic homicides to noncontact verbal violence or aggression” (Jamel, 2018, p. 60). Violence against transgender people
is impacted by multiple factors that result in a Catch 22 (Jauk 2013). For example, “If one lives
their desired gender, discrimination, medicalization, and violent victimization are often the price
to pay” (Jauk, 2013, p. 813).
Violence may be initiated21 by strangers or known others, state agents or institutions.
According to Guadalupe-Diaz (2019), “On any given day, violence directed at transgender
people ranges from the interpersonal realm to the more broad ramifications of state policy” (p.
1). Violence can also be initiated by members of marginalized communities. (Kolysh, 2021). For
example, “to the extent that all cisgender people (straight or LGBQ+) uphold a transphobic
space, they can enact transphobic violence” (Kolysh, 2021, p. 7). The majority of documented
homicides with transgender victims from 2010 to 2018, for which a suspect had been identified
and for which their race and gender could be discerned, were initiated by men of color.
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Interpersonal violence is committed toward an individual or group, such as muggings and
assaults. According to Jauk (2013), this victimization “occurs in legal and social environments
that are structurally violent toward transgender individuals” (p. 821). The HRC (2021) contend
that interpersonal violence is responsible for the majority of fatal violence against transgender
and gender-nonconforming individuals. For example, “In 2021, approximately seven in ten
transgender and gender non-conforming people killed as a result of fatal violence were
killed by an acquaintance, friend, family member or intimate partner” (An epidemic of
violence in 2021, The epidemic by the numbers section). Based on a large sample of U.S.
transgender women age 16 to 29, Hereth et al. (2021) found “high levels of interpersonal
violence” (p.70). Further, Mogul et al. (2011) found, when transgender survivors of interpersonal
violence report to the police, “once officers determine that they are transgender, they either
simply leave… shift the focus of their investigation to the transgender person, or engage in
further abuse” (p. 138).
Institutional violence is “committed within social organizations,” and is often “legitimate
and legal, or at least can be justified easily” (Fitzgerald, 2017, p. 56). This type of violence may
be carried out by police or other state agents. According to Stenersen et al. (2022), “the National
Coalition of Anti-Violence Programs found that TGD22 people were 7 times more likely to
experience physical violence when interacting with police than their cisgender counterparts” (p.
2). Structural violence “is built into the structure of society… and is manifest most obviously in
differences in life chances” (Fitzgerald, 2017, pp. 58-59). Violence of this type “has been
referred to as the violence that kills slowly” (Jauk, 2013, p. 821). Fitzgerald (2017) highlights
several reasons transgender people are particularly vulnerable to structural violence:
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First, they face chronic unemployment, which forces many into prostitution… Second,
many are homeless, often due to being rejected by their families and being kicked out of
their homes. Three, transgender people are more vulnerable in shelters due to the fact that
homeless shelters are gender segregated and place residents according to their birth sex
rather than their gender identity. (pp. 59-60)
While we do not know the true mortality rate of the transgender population, they are at
heightened risk for suicide, HIV, and heart disease, among other negative health indicators,
which can decrease quality of life and life expectancy. Hughes et al. (2022) compared “risk of
mortality between trans and nontrans individuals enrolled in commercial insurance or Medicare
Advantage plans.” The authors found:
Trans people in our study had significantly higher rates of mortality at nearly every age
than their non-trans counterparts. We also found significant variation of mortality risk
within subpopulations of trans people, with the trans feminine/nonbinary and trans
unclassified groups being at the greatest risk of mortality. (Hughes et al., 2022, p. 1039)
Prevalence and Scope of Violence
Despite data shortfalls, research points to high rates of all types of violence against transgender
people, with many experiencing polyvictimization.23 The Williams Institute (2021) found,
“Transgender people are over four times more likely than cisgender people to experience
violent victimization, including rape, sexual assault, and aggravated or simple assault”
(Intro section). Further, transgender people age 16 and older, “experienced 86.2
victimizations per 1,000 people compared to 21.7 victimizations per 1,000 people for
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cisgender people” (Williams Institute, 2021, Key findings section). Johns et al. (2019)
assessed “the prevalence of transgender identity” among students in several high school districts,
and evaluated “relationships between transgender identity and violence victimization, substance
use, suicide risk, and sexual risk behaviors” (p. 67). Findings showed, “The reported prevalence
of all experiences assessing violence victimization was higher among transgender students than
among both cisgender males and cisgender females” (Johns et al., 2019, p. 68).
Verbal and Everyday Violence
Verbal violence is likely the most commonly experienced by transgender people. Perry and Dyck
(2014) assert, “Hostile language is often a precursor to violence… and trans women are fully
aware of the possibility of escalation” (p. 54). Everyday violence is largely overlooked in
scholarly literature. Kolysh (2021) contends with the everyday violence experienced by women
and LGBTQ people. They write, “everyday violence is a shockingly normal occurrence but is
considered neither violence nor an urgent social problem because those in power do not care to
stop inflicting it” (Kolysh, 2021, p. 2). In addition, Kolysh (2021) finds, “Trans-directed
everyday violence flows from cisgender people in both heterosexual and queer communities” (p.
21). Jauk (2013) points to findings from the 2011 National Transgender Discrimination Survey
(NTDS), in which “Over half (53%) of respondents reported being verbally harassed or
disrespected in a place of public accommodation, including hotels, restaurants, buses, airports
and government agencies” (p. 809). In Lombardi et al.’s (2002) study, lifetime prevalence of
verbal violence was greater than 50% (p. 95). Due to the frequency of occurrence, Jamel (2018)
suggests the need to better examine threats of verbal violence among transgender people.
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Cyberviolence
Arguably the least studied form of violence transgender people experience is cyberviolence, a
type of technology-facilitated abuse. Kunnapu et al. (2018) offer the following working
definition:
Cyberviolence is the use of computer systems to cause, facilitate, or threaten violence
against individuals that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual, psychological
or economic harm or suffering and may include the exploitation of the individual’s
circumstances, characteristics or vulnerabilities. (p. 5)
Mkhize et al. (2020) contend, “The time spent on social media increases the probability of cyberviolence, as the online context provides a platform for continuous victimization that may occur
in more environments where cyberspace is active, and may persist from adolescence to
adulthood” (p. 24). As such, there is likely a correlation between cyber violence and the global
COVID-19 pandemic, due to a greater reliance on technology and social media platforms for
employment and human connection. Findings from Mkhize et al.’s (2020) study in South Africa
“suggest that Facebook, among other social media platforms, has made it easy to perpetrate hate
crimes against the LGBT+ population” (p. 31). More research on technology-facilitated abuse
targeting transgender people is warranted.
Physical Violence
Physical violence includes a wide range of attacks, from slapping, choking, assault, and other
acts that can lead to loss of life (e.g., shooting and stabbing). Transgender people are found to
high prevalence rates, be exposed to physical violence at a young age, and are prone to
victimization multiple times (Xavier et al., 2007; Stotzer, 2009). Many transgender survivors of
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physical violence also know their initiators (Stotzer, 2009). From Xavier et al.’s (2007) study of
transgender Virginians, Stotzer (2009) highlights the following:
40% reported experiencing physical assaults (since age 13), and the mean age of the first
physical assault was at 16 years old. Of those who had reported being victimized, 18%
reported one incident, 23% reported two incidents, 30% reported three to five incidents,
17% reported six to 19 incidents, and 12% reported 20 or more incidents of physical
violence. (p. 173)
Sexual Violence
Sexual violence is perhaps the most well-documented type, primarily because health departments
keep detailed data on sexual behavior to inform service provision, such as for HIV/AIDS
(Stotzer, 2009). This type of violence can include sexual assault, rape, and other nonconsensual
sexual activity. In some cases, sexual violence is “used to forcefully reaffirm the victim’s natal
gender identity as determined by their biological sex characteristics” (Jamel, 2018, p. 68). Like
physical violence, many transgender survivors of sexual violence know their initiators (Stotzer,
2009).
Prevalence varies for methodological reasons; however, Stotzer (2009) found, “across
surveys and needs assessments… about 50%... report unwanted sexual activity” (p. 172).
Literature points to high incidence of sexual assault and rape experienced by transgender people,
beginning at a young age (Stotzer, 2009). For example, “One study found that first rapes often
occurred in the early teens, with a median of 14 years old for FTMs and 15 years old for
MTFs”24 (Stotzer, 2009 p. 172). In addition, Johns et al. (2019) found 23.8% of transgender high
school students “reporting ever being forced to have sexual intercourse” (p. 68).
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Intimate Partner Violence
Transgender Intimate partner violence (or T-IPV) includes violence in relationships where at
least one party is transgender. Such violence can be committed by a current or former intimate
partner, including an initiator that identifies as transgender.25 Following DeKeseredy and HallSanchez (2018), Momen and DeKeseredy (2020) offer the following conceptualization of IPV:
the misuse of power by a current or former intimate partner, resulting in a loss of dignity,
control, and safety as well as a feeling of powerlessness and entrapment experienced by
the person who is the direct target of ongoing or repeated physical, psychological,
economic, sexual, verbal, and/or spiritual abuse. (p.91)
Transgender people are uniquely vulnerable to IPV, as they are “more likely to experience
multiple sources of social isolation (e.g., rejection by family and friends) and economic
vulnerability (e.g., employment discrimination or homelessness) that can increase dependency on
a violent partner” (Peitzmeier et al., 2020, p. e2). Transgender survivors from Guadalupe-Diaz’s
(2019) ethnography reported experiencing psychological, financial, sexual, physical, and
emotional abuse. Momen and DeKeseredy (2020) highlighted eight transgender specific barriers
to escaping abuse among transgender survivors:
(1) the notion of choice and awareness of victimization, (2) self-blame and shame, (3)
knowledge deficiencies among service providers, (4) gender-segregated services, (5) fear
of being outed, (6) transphobia-enhanced financial dependence on abusers, (7)
transphobia-fueled isolation and need for the emotional stability that relationships can
symbolically represent, and (8) fear of further stigmatizing transgender communities. (p.
93)
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A Williams Institute review found, “lifetime IPV among transgender people from
purposive studies range from 31.1% to 50.0%” (Brown & Herman, 2015, p. 3). Johns et al.
(2019) found that 26.4% of transgender high school students reported “having experienced
physical dating violence” (p. 68). According to Messinger (2017), “One of the larger albeit
nonprobability studies thus far on trans populations in the United States found that 33% of transidentified people have experienced either physical or sexual IPV in their lifetimes” (p. 72). From
their review of quantitative literature, Peitzmeier et al. (2020) found:
on average, across studies, some 1 in 6 transgender individuals reported physical IPV,
and 1 in 10 reported sexual IPV in the past year. Transgender people were 2.2 times more
likely to experience physical IPV and 2.5 times more likely to experience sexual IPV
than were cisgender people recruited for the same study. (p. e1)
In a report on transgender homicides in the United States, Talusan (2016) found, “intimate
partner violence was by far the most common scenario, accounting for 35% of deaths overall and
30% of black trans women’s deaths” (A multifaceted problem section).
Intimate partner cyber-monitoring (or IPCM) “includes a constellation of communication
technology-facilitated tactics intended to monitor the conversations, behaviors, and whereabouts
of survivors” (Messinger, Birmingham, & DeKeseredy, 2021, p. NP4317). The authors contend
that this type of abuse “occurs most frequently using cell phones, being followed distantly by
social media accounts, text messaging, and key-logging software” (Messinger, Birmingham, &
DeKeseredy, 2021, p. NP4318). Among the LGBTQ college students in their sample,
“DeKeseredy, Hall-Sanchez, Nolan, and Schwartz (2017) found that 16.5%… reported being
watched or followed from a distance, or being spied on with a listening device, camera, or GPS”
(Messinger, Birmingham, & DeKeseredy, 2021, p. NP4318). Messinger, Birmingham, and
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DeKeseredy (2021) conclude, “IPCM currently exists as a shadow form of abuse, off the radars
of many people as a serious form of victimization and a potential red flag of other forms of
abuse” (p. NP4331).
Epidemic of Violence
Violence against transgender people (including fatal violence) is rising (Human Rights
Campaign [HRC], 2021), and in 2019, was deemed an epidemic by the American Medical
Association (AMA), highlighting “the amplified physical dangers faced by transgender people of
color.” In effect, the AMA sought to “advocate for consistent collection and reporting of data on
hate crimes across all levels of law enforcement that includes demographic information on a
victim’s birth sex and gender identity,” among other actions (AMA, 2019).
According to the HRC (2021), “Since January 2013, HRC and other advocates have
recorded at least 256 transgender and gender non-conforming individuals who were victims of
fatal violence in the U.S” (An epidemic of violence, 2021, The epidemic by the numbers
section). These statistics, however, underestimate the actual number of transgender victims of
fatal violence. Drawing from 2010 to 2014 data, one in 19,000 U.S. adults in the general
population are murdered each year (Talusan, 2016). Yet, young adults age 15 to 34 have a one in
12,000 chance of being murdered, compared with one in 2,600 young, Black transgender
women.26 At least 50 transgender and gender non-conforming people were killed in the U.S. in
2021, the highest recorded deaths on record since the HRC began documenting transgender
homicides in 2013 (Fatal violence, 2021). Some contend that the increase in transgender
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homicide cases may be due to improved tracking mechanisms. However, without sufficient
baseline data, it is difficult to know for sure (Talusan, 2016).
Perhaps the epidemic of violence against transgender people is not surprising given that
many states still allow the “trans panic defense.”27 Since the 1960s, a number of transgender
homicide cases in the U.S. have involved the initiator’s use of the trans panic defense (Mallory et
al., 2021). This defense has been used to argue that the discovery, awareness, or potential
disclosure of the victim’s transgender status was the catalyst for inciting fatal violence, and
should be taken into account with regard to the severity of an initiator’s punishment (i.e., lead to
lesser charges, or to evading punishment altogether), effectively attributing blame to the victim’s
real or perceived gender identity.
Perry and Dyck (2014) assert, “In a culture where gender ambiguity is so rigidly rejected,
to be revealed as having attempted to cross this line is sanctionable” (p. 55). Although the trans
panic defense is not included in any state’s penal code and is an insufficient defense on its own,
in 35 states and five territories, it is legal to argue trans panic alongside other defense strategies
(Movement Advancement Project).28 Mallory et al. (2021) discuss three ways “concepts of gay
and trans panic” have been used, as a claim 1) that learning of the victim’s transgender status
itself was sufficient in provoking murder, 2) that such knowledge led to the initiator’s diminished
capacity in which the homicidal act arose out of a temporary mental breakdown, and 3) that the
homicide was an act of self-defense, due to reasonable fear of being in immediate danger and
risk of serious harm after learning of the victim’s transgender status.
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Lee and Kwan (2014) make a case for the phrase “trans rage.” They contend, “Trans panic suggests a reason to be
sympathetic to the defendant-he panicked and could not help himself. Trans rage, on the other hand, suggests a
reason to condemn the defendant's actions: the defendant was overcome with an irrational and socially unacceptable
rage, which led him to kill the victim” (Lee & Kwan, 2014, p. 127).
28
California was the first state to ban the trans panic defense.
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Key Correlates
Several key correlates of violence against transgender people are identified in the literature,
although not all of them are addressed here. While these factors are shown to be related to
transgender victimization, they do not necessarily indicate causation. Key correlates include
demographic characteristics, such as gender identity, race, and age. For example, in cases of
homicide, transgender victims are primarily women of color under the age of 35, and are thus
more likely than their older, white, transgender male and gender non-conforming counterparts to
be victimized (An epidemic of violence, 2021).
Engagement in survival sex is also correlated with violence, as structural barriers lead
transgender people into the survival economy in disproportionate rates, placing them in more
vulnerable environments and circumstances. For example, many transgender victims of fatal
violence are killed during the commission of a sexual act where a monetary exchange was to take
place. In other cases, initiators seek out people engaged in survival sex to rob, in anticipation
they will be carrying large amounts of cash. Rouhani et al. (2021) found, “The frequency of
entry into sex work as a minor was nearly three times higher among transgender (56%) than
cisgender (19%) sex workers” (p. 152).
Stenersen et al.’s (2022) study points to important links between survival sex and police
violence. TGD people engaged in survival sex “were approximately 11 times more likely to
report being forced to have sex with an officer to avoid arrest and represented 97% of all reports
of forced sex in the current sample” (Stenersen et al., 2022, p. 8). Rouhani et al. (2021) found
high lifetime prevalence of T-IPV (51%), violence initiated by clients (72%) and violence
initiated by police (49%) among transgender sex workers. Further, “transgender women
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experienced higher rates of recent intimate partner violence (23% vs 12%), client violence (35%
vs 18%), and police violence (9% vs 6%)” (Rouhani et al., 2021, pp. 152-3).
Incarceration is also a key correlate of violence, as transgender people are particularly
vulnerable to physical and sexual violence when locked in hypergendered institutions, in which
most are housed based on assigned birth sex. Brömdal et al. (2019) highlight important findings
from a recent survey:
A 2015 study of 27,715 transgender people in the US found that among the 554
transgender people who had been incarcerated in the past year, 43% reported they had
been physically assaulted and 17% had been sexually assaulted by another incarcerated
person – a sexual assault rate that is nine to ten times higher than that of the general US
incarcerated population. (p. 342)
Violence against transgender people is also correlated with the use of guns in the commission of
crime.29 Regardless of the weapons used, fatal violence against transgender people tends to be
particularly brutal in nature, whether excessive force is driven by bias or hate, or the use of
multiple weapons and/or initiators, manifesting as overkill in many cases.
Contextual Factors
When it comes to the complex of factors surrounding violence against transgender people, the
importance of context cannot be overstated. Guadalupe-Diaz (2019) contends, context
“illuminates problematic elements of present-day US culture that facilitate violence in everyday
life” (p. 26). It is imperative that we are better able to discern the circumstances which “hold
many clues that describe and explain set actions more holistically.” (Guadalupe-Diaz, 2019, p.
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“Since 2013, more than two-thirds of our recorded fatalities involved a firearm,” (An epidemic of violence, 2021,
The epidemic by the numbers section).

37
26). Notable contextual factors include the sociopolitical climate, whereby hetero-cisnormativity, racism, and transphobia permeate the culture, resulting in exclusionary policies and
harmful ideologies that create environments that support and sometimes call for violence against
transgender people. In a culture that operates on a binary gender system, those who challenge it
are subject to greater harm.
Some violence against transgender people takes place in the context of intimate
partnerships. This may be due to the initiator’s internalized transphobia and fear of being
devalued, if outed for being with a transgender person in an intimate way. Encounters with
agents of the state, such as law enforcement,30 have historically left transgender people
vulnerable to violence, and because transgender people are criminalized, such encounters occur
in disproportionate rates. State agents hold a great degree of power and too often abuse this
power. For example, transgender people have died in-custody in jails and immigration detention
centers because staff refused to render aid or call for medical attention when detained
transgender people were in dire need. Circumstances surrounding “deception” also serve as a
catalyst for much of the violence transgender people experience. The problematic notion that the
public has the right to know a transgender person’s status, and that transgender people who
withhold this information should be punished once it is revealed has cost many transgender
people their lives. Violence driven by so-called deception often occurs in the context of
consensual and non-consensual sexual encounters.
Violence also takes place in the context of hate or bias, driving people to commit violent
acts when crossing paths with transgender people or people they perceive as transgender.
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“Police departments come to see transgender women of color as likely criminals, and many officers treat
transgender women in openly transphobic ways, approaching them in an aggressive manner and assuming they have
committed crimes rather than asking how they are doing and whether they need assistance” (Griffin, 2016, p. 142).
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Although the terms hate- and bias-motivated violence are often used interchangeably, important
differences are said to exist. According to Jamel (2018), “‘The term bias more accurately reflects
a preconceived prejudice toward members of a group characterized by certain attributes, whereas
hate suggests a more personalized anger associated with a particular individual’” (p. 28). Hate
crime can be seen as “a criminal act which targets a person or property due to the perpetrator’s
perception of the victim as being of a particular race, religion, ethnicity, national origin, sexual
orientation, disability or gender” (Jamel, 2018, pp. 57-58).
Nolan et al. (2020) contend, “although all hate crimes are rooted in bigotry, there appears
to be a real difference in what prompts offenders to action” (p. 116). Jauk’s (2013) ethnographic
study finds “transgender individuals clearly perceive harassment and violence as hate-motivated
crime” (p. 808). According to Jamel (2018), “transphobic hate crime can range from a passing
negative comment about the person’s inability to authenticate an appearance aligned with their
gender identity… to more extreme violence which can result in the victim’s death” (p. 102).
Perry and Dyck (2014) assert, “that bias-motivated violence can be unpredictable is also one of
the factors that makes it so frightening. It can happen anywhere, at any time, to any member of a
targeted group… Any individual can play the proxy” (p. 58). Hate crimes are overwhelmingly
committed in major urban areas, yet data shows that urban and rural-based hate crimes have been
increasing since 2014 (Nolan et al., 2020).
Methodological Challenges
What we know about violence against transgender people is limited by insufficient data as a
result of problematic tracking mechanisms, biased police reporting, misgendering of victims and
survivors, reluctance of survivors to report crime due to historical police mistreatment, fear of
being outed in the reporting process, quantitative data with limited context, and a paucity of
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qualitative studies focused on transgender survivor’s experiences. It is also difficult to delineate
the motivations behind much of the violence against transgender people, as “the lines between
intimate partner violence and hate-motivated homicide or crime are blurred” (Guadalupe-Diaz,
2019, p. 43).
Herman et al. (2022) estimate that 1.3 million U.S. adults age 18 and older identify as
transgender. Yet, the 2020 Census failed to include questions pertaining to gender identity,
“delaying an official count of transgender people by at least another decade” (Stotzer, 2017, p.
1362). Non-representative sampling and lack of consensus on conceptualizing transgender are
common issues with primary data sources (Stotzer, 2009). Official crime data reflect only crimes
that get reported and rely on voluntary reporting by local law enforcement agencies. With respect
to hate crimes, “such statistics can nevertheless offer important insights relative to prevention”
(Nolan et al., 2020, p. 113). According to Stotzer (2017), “in the United States there is no formal
data collection effort that can be used to describe the nature, frequency, or extent of transgender
homicides” (p. 1362).31 Without consistent tracking by a government agency, “the job is left to a
decentralized and largely informal network of LGBTQ organizations and activists” (Talusan,
2016, Documenting trans homicides section). More data on survivors, victims, and initiators, as
well as the contexts surrounding incidence of violence would offer greater insight into the
motivating factors and inform efforts to curb the violence.
Conclusion
Literature points to disproportionate rates of all types of violence experienced by transgender
people, constituting “a severe threat to public health and quality of life” (Jauk, 2013, p. 821). At
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In 2013, gender identity was added as a category to the FBI’s annual self-reported hate crimes reports. However,
gender identity is not tracked by the FBI as part of its homicide statistics. See https://www.fbi.gov/news/pressreleases/press-releases/fbi-releases-2013-hate-crime-statistics
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the same time, methodological issues impact our ability to discern meaningful insights into the
causes and correlates. A review of U.S. data reveals that transgender people begin experiencing
violence at an early age, and that it extends throughout their life course (Stotzer, 2009). Violence
against transgender people has reached epidemic proportions. Transgender people are often
hyper-aware of the constant threat of harm in their everyday lives simply because of their gender
identity. Short of changing the culture, transgender people may continue to face heightened rates
of victimization and in extreme cases, homicide. As Buist and Lenning (2016) assert, “Laws do
not deter crime and… only sometimes serve to punish those who commit them” (p. 86).
Heidenreich (2011) contends, “Until we challenge and transform this gendered system,
transgender women… will continue to be the target of police and civilian hostility” (p. 148).
Several literature gaps exist to which more scholarly attention should be paid. We know
little about the cumulative effects of exposure to violence based on gender identity, or the ways
transgender people combat oppression and build community. Future research should explore the
contexts behind the array of violence against transgender people to better understand
precipitating factors. More qualitative research can enhance what we know about the violence
transgender people experience. Violence in the home is also worth more exploration; due to
family rejection, early experiences with violence may be initiated by caregivers or other family.
Few studies have examined violence against transgender people engaged in survival sex.
Experiences with state violence are also lacking in the literature. More research on transgender
immigrants would help inform how they fare compared to their non-immigrant peers, and for
those who are undocumented, how threat of deportation impacts their daily lives.
Little is known about transgender people’s experiences with cyberviolence or violence in
rural settings. More research on IPV in which the initiator is transgender is also worth a closer
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look. Research on people with other gender expansive identities would better inform withingroup differences in experiences of violence. Violence against transgender youth is also largely
unexplored. Research on the trump effect (i.e., the impact of a transphobic and racist presidential
regime) may help explain the rise in transgender homicides and other violent acts in recent years.
In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic has likely contributed to increased rates of certain types of
violence, such as structural and cyberviolence, while also making violence more hidden.
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CHAPTER 4
“Why Don’t You Just Leave?”
Transgender Resilience and Barriers to Escaping Abuse
Rayna E. Momen and Walter S. DeKeseredy
Transgender intimate partner violence (T-IPV) is multidimensional in nature.32 Following
DeKeseredy and Hall-Sanchez (2018), IPV is conceptualized here as the misuse of power by a
current or former intimate partner, resulting in a loss of dignity, control, and safety as well as a
feeling of powerlessness and entrapment experienced by the person who is the direct target of
ongoing or repeated physical, psychological, economic, sexual, verbal, and/or spiritual abuse.
Additionally, IPV can include persistent threats or forcing people to witness violence against
their children, other relatives, friends, pets, and/or cherished possessions by their current or expartners. Leaving an abusive partner can be quite complex. Taking into account an array of
potential benefits and risks, many transgender survivors remain with abusers, while at the same
time taking active steps to cope and resist abuse. To this end, this chapter focuses on the
complexity of factors that often deter transgender survivors from leaving their abusive partners,
and the resilience and coping strategies they employ. We conclude by suggesting some new and
theoretical directions in studying help seeking, resilience, and coping among transgender
survivors.
Defining Help Seeking, Resilience, and Coping
Before delving into T-IPV, we begin with an overview of the three organizing concepts of this
chapter: help seeking, resilience, and coping. To begin, examining the barriers transgender
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“‘Why don’t you just leave?’ Transgender resilience and barriers to escaping abuse,” authored by Rayna E.
Momen and Walter S. DeKeseredy, This chapter appears in Part II: Transgender IPV Context and Causes, in A.
Messinger and X. Guadalupe-Diaz (Eds.), Transgender intimate partner violence: A comprehensive introduction,
published by New York University Press in 2020. Reproduced with permission of New York University Press.
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survivors face when attempting to escape their abusers necessitates a focus on help seeking. In
this context, we follow Guadalupe-Diaz and Jasinski’s (2017) conception of help seeking as
being:
the process by which victims of IPV first identify their situation as problematic, which
may be followed by a need for external assistance that could involve navigating formal or
informal avenues in an attempt to remedy the situation or leave an abuser. (p. 773; see
also Dunbar, 2006; Liang et al., 2005)
Formal avenues may include seeking protective orders and reporting abuse to the police, while
informal ones may include seeking support from family or friends.
There are many definitions of resilience, with some focused on personal characteristics
that enable people to cope with adverse circumstances while others emphasize the capacity of
individuals to actively engage with and adapt to difficult situations (Alvi et al., 2008). For the
purpose of this chapter, we conceptualize resilience along the same lines as Werner-Wilson et al.
(2000). They argue that resilience consists of the interaction between personal traits and systemic
components, manifesting three behavioral elements: the ability to change or adapt to harsh
circumstances; the capacity to “bounce back” and succeed in the face of negative outcome
expectances; and the capacity for a determined engagement, rather than avoidance, with the risk
factor in question. Research suggests that these capacities are linked to IPV survivors’ improved
physical and mental health status, as well as to expanded social support (Alvi et al., 2008; Miller,
2018). Thus, an understanding of the role of resilience is important because it can help service
providers build practical strategies, skills, or competencies for survivors to exit or survive
abusive relationships (Humphreys, 2003).
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The broader literature conceptualizes coping as the actions and thoughts individuals
employ as a means of handling the expectations that come with circumstances deemed as
stressful (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004; Zink et al., 2006). Applying the concepts of help
seeking, resilience, and coping to transgender survivors is further complicated by transgender
people’s realities, as the stigmas attached to this group create barriers for those who attempt to
escape abusive partners and seek help for the harm that has been caused. Such barriers inform
why some transgender individuals remain with abusive partners, although the strategies used to
cope with their circumstances and be resilient in the face of victimization may be used during
and after the abuse.
The next sections detail the ways in which stigma can uniquely shape transgender
survivors’ responses to IPV. We begin by examining help seeking and barriers to escape in the
context of T-IPV. Then we review the significance of resilience and coping in better
understanding T-IPV victimization.
Barriers to Escaping T-IPV
Despite limited literature on T-IPV victimization more broadly (Guadalupe-Diaz & Jasinski,
2017; White & Goldberg, 2006), and on survivors’ resilience and coping strategies in particular,
existing research reveals greater insight into the multitude of reasons why many stay with
abusers, dispelling the myth of the willing transgender victim. Some barriers to escaping IPV,
such as concerns about retaliation (Anderson et al., 2003; Singh & McKleroy, 2011), lack of
resources for leaving abusive partners (Anderson et al., 2003; Guadalupe-Diaz & Jasinski, 2017),
inadequate response from law enforcement (Logan et al., 2005; Guadalupe-Diaz & Jasinski,
2007), self-doubt (Courvant & Cook-Daniels, 2003), rural isolation (Krishnan et al., 2001;
Ristock & Timbang, 2005), being stigmatized as victims (Anderson et al., 2003; Walker, 2015),
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and awareness that many service providers prioritize separation from abusers in a way that may
not reflect the survivor’s reality (Goodmark, 2013), are common to both cisgender and
transgender survivors. Child custody issues also create barriers to leaving (Courvant & CookDaniels, 2003; White & Goldberg, 2006). As with cisgender survivors, when transgender
survivors with children contemplate exiting, they may be hesitant, anticipating that the legal
system will unfairly discriminate against them and award custody to the abusive parent (Cooper,
2013; Courvant & Cook-Daniels, 2003; Kurdyla, 2017). Likewise, as with cisgender survivors,
transgender survivors with undocumented immigrant status face additional help-seeking barriers
(Mendez 1996; Ristock & Timbang, 2005). For instance, choosing to pursue formal avenues for
support may put them at risk of deportation.
However, the many barriers transgender survivors face when seeking to end such abuse
are also shaped by transphobia and the unique manifestations of T-IPV (Calton et al., 2015;
Cruz, 2003; FORGE, 2011; Renzetti, 2001; Ristock & Timbang, 2005; White & Goldberg, 2006;
Yerke & DeFeo, 2016), and increase the likelihood that they will suffer in silence. We address
the following barriers: (1) the notion of choice and awareness of victimization, (2) self-blame
and shame, (3) knowledge deficiencies among service providers (Rogers, 2016), (4) gendersegregated services, (5) fear of being outed (White & Goldberg, 2006; Rogers, 2016), (6)
transphobia-enhanced financial dependence on abusers, (7) transphobia-fueled isolation and need
for the emotional stability that relationships can symbolically represent, and (8) fear of further
stigmatizing the transgender community. These barriers are reviewed in figure 4.1.
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Figure 1. Unique Barriers to Escaping Transgender IPV
1. Low Awareness of T-IPV in Society and in One's Relationship
2. Stigma-Related Self-Blame and Shame
3. Inadequately Trained Service Providers
4. Inaccessible Gender-Segregated Services
5. Fear of Being Outed as Transgender
6. Transphobia-Fueled Financial Dependence on Abusers
7. Transphobia-Fueled Isolation and Enhanced Emotional Dependence
8. Fear of Further Stigmatizing Transgender Communities
The first barrier to help seeking that we review is a lack of awareness that one is
experiencing abuse. Leaving abusive partners implies an element of choice. On the one hand, it
assumes that survivors are aware of their victimization, a process that is critical to the decision to
seek help (Guadalupe-Diaz & Jasinski, 2017). However, transgender survivors often fail to
perceive their victimization as abuse, for reasons such as the dearth of publicly available
information on IPV that is inclusive of transgender people and the gendered way victim status
has been constructed, which portrays victims as feminine and submissive (LangenderferMagruder et al., 2016; Guadalupe-Diaz & Jasinski, 2017; Walker, 2015). Some transgender
survivors fail to view themselves as deserving of help due to negative self-perceptions that result
from a stigmatized status (Roger, 2016).
A second barrier to help seeking is self-blame and shame, which collectively serve to
deter some transgender survivors from seeking help. Self-blame and shame can result from
violating traditional gender norms and internalizing transphobic attitudes. Many transgender
people experience shame surrounding their gender identity, having received messages
throughout their lives that they should deny who they are and attempt to conform. Though there
are multiple masculinities, hegemonic masculinity is the most dominant, culturally accepted, and
privileged form (Connell, 1995). The basic components of such a masculinity are that men
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should avoid all things feminine, restrict their emotions severely, show toughness and
aggression, exhibit self-reliance, strive for achievement and status, exhibit nonrelational attitudes
toward sexuality, and actively engage in homophobia (Brannon & David, 1976; Schwartz &
DeKeseredy, 1997). Transgender men who are shamed for failing to be masculine enough,
according to society’s notions of what a man should be, may internalize the oppression or
experience guilt for not striving to adhere to the norms of hegemonic masculinity and
successfully resisting abuse (Courvant & Cook-Daniels, 2003). Society continues to punish
individuals who disrupt the gender binary, and over time the consequences can be both lasting
and normalized. This “othering” process has been identified as a barrier to accessing social care
for transgender survivors because the experience of being treated as essentially different from
cisgender people can be internalized to the extent that transgender survivors come to believe they
are undeserving of assistance (Rogers, 2016). According to T-IPV experts Courvant and CookDaniels (2003),
this early punishment for simply expressing gender identity leaves many scars, but the
experiences that lead trans and intersexual domestic violence survivors to believe that it’s
normal for ‘people like me’ to live with abuse only increase in magnitude as the trans or
intersex survivor matures. (p. 2)
A third barrier to help seeking rests with perceived and actual inadequate knowledge of
some service providers regarding T-IPV. The myth of the willing transgender victim rests in part
on the assumption that survivors have accessible to them the resources needed to escape, and that
these resources will not only admit them but are also transgender-inclusive in the content of their
services. Accepting transgender clients is one dimension, while understanding the unique needs
of transgender survivors is quite another (White & Goldberg, 2006). Knowledge deficiencies are
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common among many practitioners, and without adequate transgender-specific training they may
either discriminate against or unintentionally provide poorly fitting services for transgender
people seeking help (Guadalupe-Diaz, 2015). Parallels can be drawn from the literature on IPV
among lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) people more broadly. For
instance, public health specialist Anthony DiStefano found that officially reporting abuse or
seeking medical treatment was virtually unheard of among lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender,
and intersex IPV survivors in Japan, with participants believing that doing so carried little weight
(DiStefano, 2009). Limited availability of transgender-inclusive IPV services, coupled with the
perception that some services will be discriminatory in response to transgender survivors,
contributes to staying in abusive relationships and exposure to ongoing abuse. Such barriers have
been experienced at the micro, meso, and macro levels, adding to their complexity (Rogers,
2016). As Walker (2015) observes, “one of the main barriers to seeking help for trans people is
the lack of resources” (p. 118). Internationally, many transgender people discover that there are
few, if any, available transgender-specific services (DiStefano, 2009; Halverson, 2017). Where
such organizations exist, they often rely on volunteers and charitable donations, contributing to
the limited availability of services in proximity to transgender survivors (Walker, 2015).
Gendered spaces, in the context of shelters for IPV survivors, present a significant, fourth
barrier to help seeking that can be difficult to navigate for transgender survivors (Rogers, 2016).
Despite IPV survivor agencies often being designated for female victims only, transgender
women frequently experience exclusion because their womanness or femaleness is questioned
(Guadalupe-Diaz, 2015). Transgender men of course often also are unable to access women-only
shelters without compromising their gender identity, and gaining access is not itself without
problems, as shelters are often set up to support cisgender women whose abusers are cisgender
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men (Brown 2011; Courvant & Cook-Daniels, 2003, p. 3; Ristock & Timbang, 2005, p. 11).
Even when male-centered services are available, transgender men who are IPV survivors may
avoid seeking help out of fear that their transgender status will be revealed, or that cisgender
male survivors will further stigmatize them (Courvant & Cook-Daniels, 2003). Relatedly,
nonbinary survivors frequently find themselves with even fewer gender-segregated spaces that
will admit them. Gender-segregated services ultimately render many transgender survivors
uncertain of their eligibility for assistance and the stipulations that may apply (Rogers, 2016;
White & Goldberg, 2006).
A fifth barrier to help seeking is rooted in fears of being outed. Due to their invisibility
and lack of access to human rights, transgender survivors are uniquely vulnerable when
attempting to escape abuse. Being outed as transgender can lead to loss of employment, housing,
family, and friends (Courvant & Cook-Daniels, 2003; Walker, 2015). Whether perpetrated by a
partner or another individual, being outed is a legitimate fear with real-world consequences
(Calton et al., Gebhard, 2015; DiStefano, 2009; Grant et al., 2011; Kurdyla, 2017). As Brown
(2011) reminds us, “perpetrators are actually aware of the individual and institutional
vulnerabilities faced by trans people and these vulnerabilities feature explicitly in the abuse
tactics and harm done” (p. 162). Perpetrators also often attempt to exploit transgender survivors’
insecurities and fears, factoring into why some survivors choose to stay.
A sixth barrier to help seeking pertains to financial dependence on abusers. Due to
discrimination and lack of adequate labor laws, many transgender people experience obstacles to
obtaining legitimate employment and are often forced into the survival economy, such as doing
sex work, to earn income (Clements-Nolle et al., 2001; Guadalupe-Diaz, 2015). As such, these
individuals may rely heavily on their partners to meet their basic needs, lacking the economic
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resources to escape (Walker, 2015). The abusive partner may also financially control their
gender transition process, making it even more difficult for transgender survivors to separate
(FORGE, 2011; White & Goldberg, 2006; Yerke & DeFeo, 2016). What is more, transgender
people who exit abusive relationships are at high risk of homelessness because of limited
housing and shelter options (ACON, 2004; Ristock & Timbang, 2005). Transgender people are
at a heightened risk for homelessness compared to the average US citizen, and transgender youth
experience homelessness at particularly disproportionate rates (National Center for Transgender
Equality, 2018; Singh & McKleroy, 2011). Due to the gender-segregated nature of many IPV
shelters, some transgender survivors seek out homeless shelters for refuge, which are not
equipped to address the specific needs of IPV survivors (DiStefano, 2009).
Transphobia-fueled isolation and a need for emotional stability in a transphobic society
can together pose a seventh barrier to help seeking. Since transgender individuals often live in
isolation due to their marginalized status, many transgender survivors share social networks with
their abusers. Walker (2015) observes:
Even if terminating a relationship is their preferred solution, trans people’s geographical
space is often limited. Segregated from the rest of society because of their marginalized
status, trans people form their own communities which ideally offer them a sense of
safety and belonging; as a result, escaping an abusive partner is difficult because of their
shared social spaces. (p. 119)
Coupled with the belief that a stigmatized gender identity translates to fewer opportunities for
meaningful relationships, many transgender people believe that any partner is better than none
(Courvant & Cook-Daniels, 2003; Guadalupe-Diaz, 2015). Survivors also report staying with
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abusers because the ability to maintain long-term relationships translates to feelings of stability
(Guadalupe-Diaz & Anthony, 2017).
An eighth reason some transgender survivors remain with abusive partners is the fear of
adding to the already prevailing stigmas associated with the transgender community. By seeking
help to leave an abusive relationship, many transgender survivors worry that their experiences
will reinforce negative perceptions of the community to which they belong (Ristock & Timbang,
2005). Taken together, T-IPV may be an underreported phenomenon, reinforcing the myth that
its occurrence is rare. As Walker (2015) puts it, “The lack of reporting within trans
populations . . . is maintaining perceptions that intimate partner violence/abuse (IPV/A) does not
occur outside of heteronormative relationships” (p. 114).
Resilience and Coping in T-IPV
Faced with barriers to help seeking and the challenges of finding safe and supportive housing,
some transgender survivors remain with their abusers. Others succeed in exiting harmful
relationships. Although more research is still needed, evidence suggests that transgender
survivors employ various coping strategies as acts of resistance. We recognize transgender
survivors as resilient whether they remain with their abusers or successfully exit abusive
relationships, as strategies to resist and cope can be utilized during and after abusive occurrences.
As one indicator of resilience, research suggests that 76–78 percent of transgender
survivors seek help from someone (Guadalupe-Diaz & Jasinski, 2017; Roch et al., 2010). As to
whom survivors seek help from, a number of studies with small transgender subsamples have
begun to examine this question (Farrell & Cerise, 2006; Guadalupe-Diaz & Jasinski, 2017;
Kurdyla, 2017; Turell & Cornell-Swanson, 2005). For instance, Turell and Cornell-Swanson
(2005) found that transgender survivors were more likely than their cisgender survivor

52
counterparts to seek support from members of the clergy, and this finding was statistically
significant. It is important to note, however, that only 1 percent of their sample identified as
transgender. Only a handful of quantitative studies with more substantial transgender
representation in their samples have examined the entities transgender survivors are most likely
to seek help from, including one study on seeking help from police in the US (LangenderferMagruder et al., 2016) and two studies on seeking help from a broad range of resources in the US
(Kurdyla et al., 2019) and Scotland (Roch et al., 2010), respectively. Taken together, these
studies indicate that transgender survivors are most likely to seek help from informal support
resources, including friends (from whom 77 percent of transgender survivors seek help) and
relatives (30 percent) (Kurdyla et al., 2019) By far the most commonly sought-out formal source
of help is a mental health-care professional such as a therapist (40 percent), followed more
distantly by a medical doctor (21 percent), an organization dedicated to serving LGBTQ
communities (14–20 percent), and police (12–18 percent) (Kurdyla et al., 2019; LangenderferMagruder et al., 2016; Roch et al., 2010). Least likely to be sought out are IPV survivor agencies
and shelters (2–7 percent) and attorneys (2 percent) (Kurdyla et al., 2019; Roch et al., 2010). It is
likely that these help-seeking patterns are reflective of a broader distrust of formal resources,
which are often perceived by transgender survivors to be more transphobic than friends and
family (See Kurdyla, 2017; Messinger, 2017). Of course, one negative consequence of these
help-seeking preferences is that those who are potentially best equipped (in terms of both
training and access to resources) to assist transgender survivors—such as IPV survivor agencies,
survivor shelters, and police—cannot help those who are unwilling to seek them out. Clearly,
improvements are needed with respect to the transgender inclusivity and cultural competence of
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the advertising and services provided by formal resources, with the ultimate goal of improving
T-IPV help-seeking rates and access to much-needed assistance.
Singh and McKleroy (2011) examined resilience among eleven transgender people of
color in response to trauma, five of whom identified as IPV survivors (Singh & McKleroy,
2011). This study is unique because, as Singh and McKleroy (2011) correctly point out,
“Literature on resilience of trauma survivors tends to use a distinctly Western, White approach to
research and practice—focusing on individual as opposed to relational processes of resilience”
(p. 35). Emerging from their interviews were six factors that promoted resilience to trauma: pride
in one’s gender and ethnic/racial identity, recognizing and negotiating gender and racial/ethnic
oppression, navigating relationships with family, accessing health care and financial services,
connecting with an activist transgender community of color, and cultivating spirituality and hope
for the future (Singh & McKleroy 2011, p. 38).
Regarding the first of these six factors, for participants in Singh and McKleroy’s (2011)
study developing pride in their identities entailed a process of working through negative societal
responses to being both transgender and a person of color. Overcoming these barriers led to
feelings of empowerment that helped participants navigate traumatic experiences. Additionally,
regarding the second factor, learning to recognize and negotiate gender and racial/ethnic
oppression allowed them to gain the language and voice necessary to establish and maintain
relationship boundaries, which included leaving abusive partners when violence was
experienced. As for the third factor, when family members perceive transgender people’s gender
identity as unhealthy this can be a barrier to help seeking. On the other hand, family
acceptance—whether early on or later in life—translates to feelings of protection when dealing
with life challenges. Regarding the fourth factor, access to transgender-positive health care and
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adequate financial resources also greatly contributed to participants’ self-esteem, increasing their
ability to cope with traumatic life experiences in healthy ways (Ristock & Timbang, 2005).
Several of Singh and McKleroy’s (2011) participants stated that employment discrimination was
inextricably linked to lower socioeconomic status, as well as unhealthy, abusive relationships.
Financial stability, though, often translated to the ability to afford the resources necessary for
gender transition, leading to feeling more comfortable in their bodies and, in some cases, to
better jobs and less employment discrimination. Turning to the fifth factor, establishing
connections with activist communities of transgender people of color is challenging due to
limited resources and existing support groups. Yet such connections are crucial for becoming
resilient, developing more positive coping mechanisms in response to trauma, and affording
access to transgender-affirming legal avenues, law enforcement officials, and others who work to
improve the safety and life chances for transgender people of color. Sixth and lastly, regardless
of whether participants had negative or positive experiences with religion or spirituality in their
upbringings, most reported that some form of spirituality constituted a means of resilience and an
avenue to realizing a promising future (Singh & McKleroy, 2011, p. 38).
Research on other marginalized populations suggests that resiliency may be more
successful outside the context of an ongoing violent incident. For example, some of the
participants in DiStefano’s study, some of whom were transgender, reported leaving abusive
relationships, but not during violent acts (DiStefano, 2009). Those who attempted to fight back
or escape during violent incidents were largely unsuccessful, though it is important to note that
some transgender survivors reject the label of “victim” because the gendered discourse implies
that victims do not attempt to fight back (Guadalupe-Diaz & Jasinski, 2017). A shared
experience among survivors of both sexual and physical IPV was that they were unsuccessful in
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fighting off their abusers because they were physically dominated. For others, not resisting was a
choice made “in order to avoid hurting their abusive partner’s pride (DiStefano, 2009, p. 135).”
Conclusion
The bulk of the social scientific literature on IPV survivors’ resilience and coping strategies is
both heteronormative and cisnormative. The same can be said about the literature on violence
during and after the process of leaving an intimate relationship (DeKeseredy et al., 2017).
Violence that occurs as part of exiting or attempting to exit a relationship is certainly not purely a
heterosexual or cisgender phenomenon, and future research is needed to continue filling in this
major research gap on help seeking, coping, and resilience among transgender survivors of IPV.
Due to variance in identities that fall under the transgender umbrella, future empirical and
theoretical work should acknowledge such heterogeneity (Walker, 2015). The importance of
intersectionality is also critical, particularly with regard to transgender survivors of color. As
Singh and McKleroy (2011) assert, “Multiple identities intersect and influence the well-being of
transgender people of color’s experiences of traumatic life events” (p. 40). Intersectionality
involves addressing “the manner in which racism, patriarchy, class oppression, and other
discriminatory systems created background inequalities that structure the relative positions of
women, races, ethnicities, classes” and members of LGBTQ communities (Crenshaw, 2000, p.
8). Intersectionality is front and center in the North American feminist criminological literature
on the lives of inner-city African American girls and women, with two prime examples being the
writings of sociologists Nikki Jones and Hillary Potter (Jones, 2010; Potter, 2015). Yet
application of an intersectional lens needs to gain greater momentum in T-IPV research (Ristock
& Timbang, 2005).

56
Some scholars hypothesize that LGBTQ people are more vulnerable to discrimination
and violence in rural places because of greater isolation in less dense populations, fewer support
services in close proximity, significantly higher rates of gun ownership, and a higher proportion
of conservative residents (ACON, 2004; Mahoney et al., West, 2001; Ristock & Timbang, 2005).
Yet we do not actually know if rural transgender people are at higher risk of being abused than
are those living in urban and suburban places. Are transgender survivors’ resilience strategies
and barriers to escaping abusive relationships different or similar across urban, suburban, and
rural areas? This question, as well, has yet to be answered empirically or theoretically. As
Messinger (2017) puts it, intimate violence against LGTBQ people living in rural places is
“greatly understudied” (p. 57). Perhaps this is because researchers incorrectly assume that
LGBTQ people are more comfortable in urban settings and thus believe that it would be difficult,
if not impossible, to generate a reasonable sample size. Recent research on the lives of rural
LGBTQ people may be limited, but what does exist shows that many LGBTQ people live in
rural areas and enjoy doing so (Baker, 2016). Hence, as Johnson et al. (2016) put it, “we need to
think twice . . . before acceding to the notion that rural life necessarily involves isolation from
broader national and international trends” (p. 3).
If there is a dearth of research on rural T-IPV in the Global North, there is even less TIPV research overall in the Global South (DeKeseredy & Hall-Sanchez, 2018). Following
Carrington et al. (2016), a key difference between the Global North and the Global South is “the
divide between the metropolitan states of Western Europe and North America, on the one hand,
and the countries of Latin America, Africa, Asia, and Oceania, on the other” (p. 2). Perhaps,
then, T-IPV researchers should follow in the footsteps of those studying lesbian battering in the
Global South by breaking away from the canons of mainstream research to do case studies,
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collect stories and narratives, and obtain visual representations (Currier & Migraine-George,
2016; DeKeseredy, 2019; Morgan & Wieringa, 2005). It should also be noted that some African
lesbian activists are working to prevent violence in lesbian relationships and are developing
initiatives to prevent homophobic and transphobic violence (Currier, 2012; Matebeni, 2009;
Theron, 2013).
The data-gathering techniques recommended for use in the Global South are also
appropriate for studies of transgender people’s violent experiences in the Global North.
DeKeseredy (2019) contends that some rural Northern communities are likely to be more
transphobic than others, so the methods suggested above help researchers deal with the
challenges of “‘silence, repression, and uncertainty’ (Currier & Migraine-George, 2016, p. 1)”
(p. 321).
Research on the prevalence and scope of cyber T-IPV is also warranted, due to society’s
increasing reliance on social media and the internet for sharing information about individuals and
groups. Considering the limited scholarship on T-IPV resilience, coping, and help seeking, even
less is known about such issues regarding survivor responses to cyber T-IPV. Until recently,
research on IPV in any type of adult relationship either ignored or overlooked the fact that
various new technologies are now tools used by people to exert control and power over their
current or former intimate partners (Southworth et al., 2005; DeKeseredy et al., 2017). Research
on this problem among cisgender people is now mushrooming, but empirical and theoretical
work on transgender people’s experiences with image-based sexual abuse and other electronic
means of IPV (e.g., stalking) is in short supply. Consider that only one study addressing cyber
assaults on transgender people is cited in Messinger’s comprehensive book on LGBTQ intimate
partner violence (Dank et al., 2014; Messinger, 2017). It is likely that more such studies have
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since been conducted, but the number is still likely to pale in comparison with the amount of
studies of cisgender populations done after the one reviewed by Messinger.
Donnermeyer (2017) recently stated, “There are simply too many rural issues to squeeze
into a single journal article about a global criminology of the South and rural criminology” (p.
129). Likewise, there are too many issues to squeeze into a single chapter that reviews the extant
literature on transgender survivors’ resilience and coping strategies, and barriers to social
support. Moreover, the new directions in empirical and theoretical work suggested here
constitute just the tip of the iceberg. While more research on transgender survivors’ concerns is
necessary, the good news is that more people, such as the contributors to this anthology, are
joining to respond to this call. Hopefully, our colleagues will take the next steps suggested here
and answer the question, “What is to be done about T-IPV?” In the words of Courvant and CookDaniels (2003), “We owe these survivors much more thought and effort to ensure that we do not
either force them to stay in the hands of their abusers or revictimize them once they take that first
step away” (p. 6).
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CONCLUSION
This dissertation draws from existing literature to explore transgender criminalization and
victimization in U.S. society, with a focus on the ways trans people are surveilled inside and
outside of the criminal legal system, to what extent they experience various forms of violence,
and how they resist and cope. What we know is impacted by insufficient data and a dearth of
qualitative research with transgender participants, and is further limited by the use of the
transgender umbrella as a catch-all term, which fails to account for within-group differences that
likely exist among people with gender expansive identities. Further, reliance on the gender
binary renders trans people invisible, while a culture of transphobia obscures their lived
experiences and the many barriers that to push them to the edges of society.
Literature shows that transphobia manifests in discriminatory laws and practices that
impact the everyday lives of transgender people in multiple contexts. Research finds, “the
majority of trans people report that they face discrimination within a number of social
institutions (e.g., the workplace and the medical establishment), in addition to daily prejudiced
encounters and violence in social interactions” (Miller & Grollman, 2015, pp. 810-811). Stigma
operates at multiple levels (Hughto et al., 2015) and is particularly pervasive in Western culture
(Lorber, 1994), inhibiting trans people’s ability to climb the ranks of social and economic
hierarchies, at the expense of their overall health and well-being. Transphobic barriers may also
appear in the form of unspoken rules that stifle trans’ people’s progress, in subtle and overt
microaggressions, and other exclusionary treatment, acting as sanctions for transgressing the
rigid gender binary.
The scope and prevalence of transphobic discrimination is influenced by intersecting
identities, such as race and sexual orientation (Kattari et al., 2016), such that the more stacked
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oppressions, the greater the barriers to full participation in the larger order. Literature also points
to gendered differences in discriminatory experiences, differences based on perceived gender
incongruence, and is also impacted by the gendered nature of certain occupations (Mizock &
Hopwood, 2018). When youth come out as trans, the impacts of stigma may be compounded
over time. As Gaudalupe-Diaz (2019) contends, “Early disruptions in foundational life stages
have the potential to lead to long-lasting consequences, even after some families become
accepting” (p. 41).
Trans people are found to have a lower life quality compared to their cisgender
counterparts, due to discrimination at the interpersonal, institutional, and systemic levels (Nadal,
Davidoff, & Fujii-Doe, 2014, pp. 169-170). In addition, transphobia leads to higher rates of
unemployment and poverty than are found among the broader U.S. population (Mizock &
Hopwood, 2018, p. 65). Mizock and Hopwood (2018) highlight that trans people “faced
difficulties with securing a living wage in spite of skill, education, or willingness to work” (p.
70).
Encountering frequent barriers to navigating social institutions pushes many trans people
into a survival economy which leaves many trans people vulnerable to greater harms, even as
some report that it simultaneously affords them a means of survival and acceptance. Until we
tackle structural inequities, cultural transphobia, the intersections of racism, classism, and the
like, legal and policy changes will not do enough to improve conditions for transgender and
gender nonconforming people (Mogul, Ritchie, & Whitlock, 2011, pp. 143-144).
A deeper understanding of transgender criminalization necessitates an understanding of
the degree to which challenging the gender binary sets trans people up to be seen and treated as a
threat, as they attempt to navigate the social world. Chapter two suggests, due to being constantly
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surveilled for challenging the gender binary, it should come as no surprise that trans people are
over-represented in the criminal legal system and are more likely to come into contact with this
system by way of the survival economy. Individuals who do not gain full access to society due to
their gender identity and other intersections are increasingly likely to end up under carceral
control, because their options for stability, safety, and survival are so limited. In addition, such
individuals cannot re-enter society after coming under correctional control if they have never
been granted full access to said society in the first place. The question becomes, would trans
people be disproportionately represented in the criminal legal system if they were no longer
inhibited from meeting their basic needs and achieving their full potential? Future research
should tackle this and related questions.
Understanding transgender victimization necessitates an understanding of the ways trans
people are perceived as vulnerable and the reasons behind this perception. It also entails
understanding the mechanisms that set trans people up to be vulnerable and victimized. While
trans people are often keenly aware of their heightened risk of harm, due to widespread
discrimination and limited opportunities they may be more likely to end up in high-risk
environments even as they understand the need to be particularly vigilant. As Chapter 3
illustrates, there are a myriad of ways trans people experience violence, and these experiences
too often begin in early life and continue throughout. Initiators of violence can include intimates
(e.g., current and former romantic partners), family members, friends, acquaintances, and
strangers (e.g., citizens and state actors). Violence can also be enacted by institutions. With
better data, we can more fully explain what shapes the epidemic of transgender violence, to help
curb it.
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When it comes to violence initiated by current or former intimate partners, Chapter 4
highlights several transgender-specific barriers that inhibit trans survivors’ ability to escape such
abuse, as well as ways they embody resistance while enduring abuse. Some abusive partners use
gender identity as a means of coercive control, often in tandem with other tactics of abuse.
Because most help-seeking avenues are gender- and sex-segregated and many practitioners lack
the cultural competence to appropriately support them, trans survivors may remain with their
abusers, leading them to enact other means of copying and resistance. There is much to be
learned about the ways trans survivors resist and cope, before, during, and after leaving abusive
partners.
The title of this dissertation, “Living on the edge: Trans* exclusion, survival, and
resistance,” warrants explanation. Because trans people are so marginalized, they are often
forced to exist along a narrow, invisible boundary that requires a sort of balancing act, which is a
particularly precarious position to be situated. Living on this edge is not a choice; for many, it is
a fact of life. Exclusion is about the ways in which trans people are prevented from inhabiting the
social world, legally, legibly, on paper, in public spaces, occupationally, socially, and so on. It is
about discriminatory laws and policies, stigma, transphobia, and microaggressions, and the
subtle and overt ways that it is communicated to trans people that they are unwelcome, a source
of discomfort, undeserving of existence. Survival is about the ways trans people navigate living
on this edge while attempting to achieve and maintain economic stability, how they negotiate
disclosure, and maneuver through a binary world that may not even allow them to name
themselves or have their gender identity be accurately reflected on official or government-issued
documents. It is about the daily choices trans people make to stay alive, and about how their
social worlds are reduced to stay under the radar, to blend, to protect themselves, or at least
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attempt to. Resistance is perhaps the least explored aspect of trans lives. This includes the ways
trans people lay claim to their identities, take pride in them, build community, support each other
(especially through mutual aid), and find joy. It is about how they live their best lives despite
societal exclusion and daily threats to their safety.
This dissertation highlights how occupying an identity that falls outside of normative
expectations and in some instances, legal definitions, impacts how trans people navigate the
world and how they are criminalized and victimized in the process. Due to many literature gaps,
future research has ample room to explore many unanswered questions, such as, “what
conditions make life more livable for transgender people and enable them to maneuver through
the world more easily as their authentic selves?”
Literature on transgender people often focuses on victimization. While it is important to
avoid further marginalizing this community, it is equally important to give trans people agency,
and to disrupt dominant narratives, such as that trans people are only victims or survivors. Future
research should explore trans offending, including trans people as perpetrators of partner
violence, whether or not their partners also identify as trans. It should also explore trans people
who come under carceral control for reasons beyond of the survival economy, as well as
experiences with underexplored aspects of the criminal legal system, such as during court
proceedings. Little qualitative research in sociology and criminology focuses on trans people. As
such, future research should include interviews with trans participants of all gender identities,
races, ethnicities, and classes, to explore other understudied areas, including trans joy and trans
resistance. We could learn a lot from talking with the very folks who are subject to such
pervasive stigma, discrimination, and violence.
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